The best book about severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) was written, not by an expert in infectious diseases, but by a lawyer. David Fidler\'s *SARS, Governance, and the Globalization of Disease* (Palgrave, 2004) deserves to be pulled from its dusty shelf and read with intense care. By the standards of most infectious epidemics---tuberculosis, malaria, or HIV, for example---SARS now seems worthy of only a short footnote in global health history: 8422 cases and 916 deaths between November, 2002, and August, 2003. But such a dismissive judgment would be a grave error. SARS was the first global epidemic of the 21st century. More importantly---and this was Fidler\'s central insight---SARS emerged "into a radically new and different global political environment for health". That political environment was one prepared to shed the notion of nation-states as arbiters of global health governance. Before SARS, national governments ruled. But SARS proved that country-led governance was wholly inadequate to address the threats of transnational disease.
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Fidler called SARS "the world\'s first 'post-Westphalian' pathogen", by which he meant that a coronavirus had usurped 450 years of consensus about how the world should be organised and managed. The conventional view about the governance of world affairs was lucidly set out in Thomas Nagel\'s influential 2005 essay, *The Problem of Global Justice*. Nagel argued that "the nation-state is the primary locus of political legitimacy and the pursuit of justice". Logically, therefore, since there is no world government there can be no global justice---only the sum total of justice achieved by individual nation-states. Justice requires laws backed up by force. Only nation-states possess the sovereign powers to enact and enforce laws to deliver justice. In Nagel\'s words, "without the enabling condition of sovereignty to confer stability on just institutions, individuals however morally motivated can only fall back on a pure aspiration for justice that has no practical expression". Nagel specifically addresses WHO: "there are the traditional international organisations, such as the UN, the WHO, the IMF, and the World Bank, which are controlled and financed by their member states and are empowered to act in various ways to pursue agreed-upon goals, but are not, with the exception of the Security Council, empowered to exercise coercive enforcement against states or individuals". WHO is an impotent bystander, according to Nagel, with little power to effect global change. How utterly wrong he was.
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By claiming SARS as the first "post-Westphalian pathogen", Fidler was arguing that SARS transcended the idea of independent nation-states established by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. Instead of a world governed by inviolable countries, SARS triggered actions by WHO (under the leadership of Gro Harlem Brundtland) that led to a non-sovereign entity issuing a global alert and emergency travel advisories. In 2003, WHO manifestly overturned the Westphalian system of governance in the face of an urgent international health crisis. Thanks to WHO\'s Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network, together with courageous leadership by WHO\'s then Director-General, the agency was able to coordinate an international response that contained the epidemic within 4 months of its emergence. David Heymann was WHO\'s Executive Director of Communicable Diseases during the SARS outbreak. Writing in a foreword to Fidler\'s book, Heymann predicted that SARS would "permit WHO to take on a more forceful role in leading the fight against any infectious disease that threatens global health security". But Ebola has shown WHO forgetting the lessons of SARS. In its pursuit of "reform", precipitated by member-state reluctance to invest in WHO\'s core activities, the agency implemented cuts that fatally weakened its ability to respond to a global health crisis. The aftermath of Ebola will not reproduce the optimistic scenario envisaged by Heymann in 2004. Instead, post-Ebola reckoning will point to a tragic missed opportunity. Countries failed to recognise the importance of post-Westphalian public health. And WHO failed to recall the reasons for its successful defeat of SARS. Once Ebola has been contained, 2015 should be a moment to bring humbled nation-states together to reinvest in a WHO that still remains the only front-line institution designed to defeat health threats to global security. The world has weaker global health security today than it had in 2004. Paradoxically, Ebola provides an opportunity to make it stronger once again.
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